Neuropsychological impairment in bipolar disorder: the relationship with glucocorticoid receptor function.
Basal levels of glucocorticoids, such as cortisol, are generally unaltered in bipolar disorder. However, neuroendocrine tests of glucocorticoid receptor (GR) function such as the dexamethasone suppression test (DST) are frequently abnormal. Neuropsychological impairment is well documented in healthy volunteers after administration of glucocorticoids and in patients with bipolar affective disorder. This suggests a potential link between neuropsychological and hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis function. We examined the hypothesis that neuropsychological impairment in bipolar disorder is associated with abnormal GR function. Seventeen euthymic bipolar patients and 16 controls completed tests of verbal declarative and working memory (WM) tests and the DST. The correlation between neuroendocrine and neuropsychological function was examined. Bipolar patients made significantly more errors of omission and commission on the WM paradigm and demonstrated impaired verbal recognition memory. Patients' post-dexamethasone cortisol correlated with WM commission errors (r(s) = 0.64, p = 0.0006). No such relationship was evident in controls. Deficits in declarative memory and WM are evident in patients with bipolar disorder. The deficit in retrieval accuracy from WM appears to be correlated with abnormal GR function.